University of Keele, whom the Home Office commissioned to evaluate an initiative on reducing burglary. Hope told the committee that the Home Office ignored a result showing an increase in crime rates in one area, and focused solely on a second result that showed a drop in offences. The Home Office did not return Nature's request for comment.
Willis says that this and other examples -such as a 2005 anti-obesity drive developed in the absence of any evidence that it would work -show that the government lacks the academic ideal that all results must be aired, regardless of whether they fall as desired. "It's a level of scientific incompetence, " he says. "There is not the culture of using scientific evidence and research in the way the scientific community would understand it. " The report recommends that the government should ensure that every department has its own chief science adviser, and should also establish a government scientific service charged with bringing scientists into government and securing proper career paths for them.
That is a laudable but old idea, notes Peter Cotgreave, director of the London-based lobby group the Campaign for Science and Engineering; a similar recommendation was made more than seven years ago, yet remains to be implemented. The government is likely to respond to the current proposals in the next few months.
The report also suggests that peer review by outside bodies, such as learned societies, could assess the degree to which the government's policies are based on evidence. The government may, however, baulk at the thought of having an outside body audit its performance. Some science-policy experts are also sceptical about the idea: "This would replace judgements currently being made by officials subject to democratic accountability with judgements made by those outside the process, " points out Roger Pielke Jr of the University of Colorado, Boulder.
Whatever Responding to the DFG's report, Schavan also promised to launch "in the near future" a research programme for alternatives to human ES cells. But this just annoyed researchers more. "This top-down attempt to provide alternatives has been the ministry's line since the beginning, and has been shown not to work, " says Oliver Brüstle, head of the Institute for Reconstructive Neurobiology at the University of Bonn, one of the DFG report's 12 authors. "It will be extremely dangerous to ignore international developments, " he warns.
■

Alison Abbott
German stem-cell law under fire ■ Jim Giles and Declan Butler science adviser, would be able to speak out if government science policy diverged sharply from the evidence, whereas few would expect such independence of US presidential science adviser John Marburger. But during King's six years in office, government policy and scientific thinking on high-profile issues such as climate change have not diverged substantially. An interesting test of his independence, and the government's commitment to evidence-based policy, will occur when they do.
■
Jim Giles
Annette Schavan is against changing Germany's rules. Security has been tightened at Iraq's higher-education ministry.
INDIA'S MONSOONS CAUSE MORE FLOODING
Rains hitting in the wrong place and time bring disaster. www.nature.com/news
